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ABSTRACT 
Chinese cities have been experiencing accelerated urbanisation in recent decades. A large 
proportion of the change is happening in peri-urban areas. Characterised by the mix and 
interaction of urban and rural elements, these peri-urban areas are widely acknowledged as a 
crucial stage for dynamic and multi-faceted urban transformation. Especially in developing 
countries, the process of peri-urbanisation is generally accompanied by radical social, economic, 
and environmental changes, and exhibits distinctive urban forms. Despite the extensive literature 
investigating the physical, social, and economic aspects of the peri-urban environment, the 
development of a more integrated strategy for its planning and management is progressing only 
slowly. Understanding this new and complicated peri-urban context requires knowledge from 
multiple disciplines and its sustainable management is reliant on cross-sectoral collaborations. A 
potential solution is to employ the geographical concept of landscape, embodying integrative, 
morphological and experienced values are seen as fundamental to addressing the need for more 
effective peri-urban planning. This PhD research will take Wuhan, China as a case study, exploring 
the emergence and transformations of these peri-urban landscapes and their spatial performance 
and examining landscape-based planning for sustainable peri-urban change. These efforts at 
conceptualising the transformations of the peri-urban landscape and its management are intended 
to extend the theoretical knowledge of urban China, and to engage Chinese research in the 
international dialogues. 
INTRODUCTION  
Urban regions worldwide undergoing a rapid process of urbanisation. As the site of a considerable 
portion of urban transitions, the peri-urban has taken the spotlight as a disordered and uncertain 
urban frontier combining urbanisation and globalisation, especially in developing countries 
(Qviström, 2012; Leaf, 2015; Abramson, 2016). The peri-urban is “the place where change is most 
profound and where urban society experiences a redefinition” (Keil, 2018, p. 5). It is characterised 
by transitional, fast-growing, and ever-changing landscapes, displaying neither city nor countryside 
traditions (Webster, 2002; Sieverts, 2003; Leaf, 2011). The peri-urban is also “pre-urban” (Adell, 
1999), approaching urbanity “in physical, economic, and social terms, often in piecemeal fashion” 
(Webster, 2002, p. 5). As a messy and opportunistic context for policymaking and urban 
management, there is still insufficient understanding of the peri-urban as a place in its own right, 
and integrated cross-sectoral collaborations are prerequisites to peri-urban planning (Gallent and 
Shaw, 2007; Scott et al., 2013).  
The understanding and management of this new and complicated process of peri-urbanisation 
require knowledge from multiple disciplines and cross-sectoral collaboration. Landscape 
approaches embodying integrative, morphological, and experienced values are fundamental to 
achieving sustainable management of peri-urban change. It refers to both a portion of territory, as 
well as to its image and imaginary, artistic, and scientific representation (Minca, 2007, p. 179; Arts 
et al., 2017). The idea of landscape sets the ground for inter-disciplinary communications and 
knowledge exchange. Landscapes are physical and visual records or reflections of human societies, 
in which cultural, historical, and demographic shifts are imprinted (Whitehand and Larkham, 
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1992). Landscape approaches are significant for planning because of their strong ambitions for 
cross-sectoral collaborations and the context-based and future-oriented nature: they guide practical 
actions without abandoning historical socio-cultural elements.  
As the world’s most populous country, China has documented a rapid process of urbanisation in 
recent decades, accompanied by accelerated incremental growth in urban population and urban 
areas since the economic reforms of 1978. The spatial pattern of the peri-urban landscape, which 
was predominantly agricultural, has been replaced by a hybrid landscape of urban and rural, “a 
partially urbanized countryside” or “a dramatic new species of urbanism” (Davis, 2004, as cited in 
Tian, 2015, p. 118). During these processes, a homogenised built environment has become 
increasingly apparent in Chinese cities. Maintaining an urban identity based on its once unique 
cities is challenging and thus, managing landscape character through urban plans has become a 
critical government undertaking.  
A comprehensive conceptualisation and a more integrated framework for peri-urban planning and 
management is needed. This research aims to draw attention to the transformation of peri-urban 
landscapes. The landscape approach to the peri-urban environment will help to not only broaden 
our knowledge of this emerging key arena of urban development, but also to build an effective 
planning framework accordingly. This research seeks to address the need to extend existing 
knowledge of the landscape approach to the peri-urban environment, and explore its planning 
implications. The research questions are: 
1. In the light of the transitioning political economy and social conditions in China, how are 
institutional organisations driving peri-urban transformations, and how are these interactions 
imprinted on the peri-urban landscapes?  
2. How can the peri-urban area of Wuhan be characterised based on a morphological 
investigation of the natural and physical forms and their evolutionary processes? 
3. What is the quality and performance of these peri-urban landscapes?  
4. In what ways does the landscape study of peri-urban changes contribute to the advancement 
of international peri-urban theories? 
LITERATURE REVIEW  
The peri-urban has emerged as a function of urban transitions in recent years (Friedmann, 2016; 
Leaf, 2016). It is a transitional “pre-urban area” (Adell, 1999), which is spatially, structurally, 
economically, and socially approaching urbanity (Rakodi, 1998). The term “peri-urban” refers 
broadly to the peripheral zone outside the city centre, “usually characterised by either the loss of 
‘rural’ aspects or the lack of ‘urban’ attributes” (Allen, 2003, p. 136). When approaching an 
understanding of the peri-urban, one should first recognise it is a brand-new context for urban-study 
enquiries, as the term describes complex areas distinguished from traditional urban and rural 
settings  (Tacoli, 1998). Dealing with changes and issues in the peri-urban context also requires 
context-specific approaches (Allen, da Silva and Corubolo, 1999; Allen, 2003; Scott et al., 2013). 
The planning response to the complex peri-urban has also become a critical issue, especially its 
administrative and institutional arrangements. Peri-urban areas are commonly a landscape of 
institutional fragmentation, conflicts, and uncertainties, where a coherent and uniform institutional 
framework and spatial strategy are lacking (Rauws and de Roo, 2011; Scott et al., 2013). Peri-
urban policymaking relies on the vertical integration of levels of government departments as well as 
horizontal collaboration between multiple agencies, both public and private (Gallent and Shaw, 
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2007). Current planning interventions have been less than efficient in involving the wider concerns 
and needs of different sectors, leading to “a highly fragmented, scattered landscape, with a 
juxtaposition of former urban functions with the remaining spatial print of a mainly agrarian 
society” (Albrechts, 2006, p. 1493). The response to the issue has to go beyond settlement 
patterns to a broader consideration of the socioeconomic and political processes (Allen, 2003).   
Scholars have been interested in the peri-urban for decades and several terms have been coined to 
conceptualise this peripheral growth, such as the edge city (Garreau, 1992), edgeless cities (Lang 
and LeFurgy, 2003), technoburbia (Fishman, 1987), postmetropolis (Soja, 2000), Zwischenstadt 
(Sieverts, 2003), and desakota (Ginsburg, Koppel and Mcgee, 1991) There is a growing 
awareness worldwide that the peri-urban has evolved into a new state, as reflected in its dramatic 
growth and shifting interaction with the city centre. This new peri-urban pattern has several 
characteristics: the mixing of land uses and urban morphological elements (often discordant); a 
more cosmopolitan ideology; and a more diverse decentralisation of industries, services, 
infrastructure, and economic activity (Wu and Phelps, 2008). The peri-urban as a new spatial 
manifestation that differs from conventional understandings of suburbs is noticeable. At the same 
time, we still need more studies of the peri-urban and an integrated framework for understanding 
and planning the peri-urban is progressing slowly. 
Landscape is a concept with a long history, perhaps starting with Humboldt (Humboldt, 1845). 
From its origins in the German language as landschaft, landscape has evolved into an all-
embracing and transdisciplinary concept capturing both artistic and scientific meanings. It can refer 
to a portion of territory as well as “its image and imaginary” (Minca, 2007, p. 179). Otto Schlüter 
(1899) declared the “cultural landscape” should be an object of scientific study as distinct from the 
“natural landscape.” As argued by geographer CO Sauer, landscape is a cultural entity 
“fashioned from a natural landscape by a culture group. Culture is the agent, the natural area the 
medium, the cultural landscape the result” (Sauer, 1925, p. 46). A society’s culture is encapsulated 
in its urban landscapes and thus landscape is “a window through which we can look at [t]he world 
with the eyes of our cultural tradition” (UNESCO, 2002, p. 56).  
Urban landscapes are the principal visual record of urban culture and wisdom (Whitehand, 1981, 
2001), and their physical attributes are paramount when studying the evolution of cities. 
Landscapes develop over time, similar to an evolutionary process(Conzen, 1960): it adapts to the 
development of local culture and the inputs of external culture and eventually performing this 
whole process to become what we see and experience (Davenport and Anderson, 2005). 
Inspecting the present landscapes containing historical references and continuity thus provides a 
sense of past traditions (Conzen, 1960; Tveit, Ode and Fry, 2006). Landscape is “a way of seeing 
and representing the world” (Gregory et al., 2009), and a collective product of “both natural and 
socio-political processes” (Arts et al., 2017). Concepts, such as landscape character, landscape 
regions, and morphological periods, are useful here in interpreting the story of the area and further 
contributing to conserving the characteristics and the distinctiveness of place (Gospodini, 2004; 
Kropf, 2011). No city wants to be the replica of some other city; thus, conserving the distinctiveness 
of urban identities is an essential task. Addressing the character of a place and its cultural helps to 
mitigate the tension between pro-growth planning rationales and maintaining the areal identity. 
Moving beyond the physicality of landscape, landscape in practice contributes to a special 
platform to urban governance and management. Landscape approaches and its potential for 
interdisciplinary discourse and cross-sectoral collaboration provide the promise of great 
enlightenment for urban planning as the common ground for engaging both researchers and 
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practitioners in contemporary academic dialogues dealing with humans and the environment, 
development and conservation, and sustainability challenges. It also adds a strong component to 
support attempts to overcome or mitigate the overemphasis on land-use planning. Accordingly, the 
proposed research has its basis in landscape approaches, which provide an integrative boundary 
concept for an interdisciplinary inquiry that aims to extend our knowledge of the peri-urban 
through shedding some light on its landscapes. Focusing on the various meanings of landscape, the 
research is built on three pillars (Figure 1): 
1. Underlying socio-political contexts of peri-urban landscapes: the peri-urban landscape is a 
collective product of multiple agencies and various driving forces – social, economic, 
demographic, and political. The arrangements and interactions of these agencies and the 
plans they formulate shape, construct, and govern the peri-urban landscape in certain 
ways. The spatial, environmental, and socioeconomic transformations that underlie the peri-
urban landscape reveal the mechanisms behind the interrelationships between agencies, 
and whether they act collaboratively and in a coordinated way 
2. Morphological characteristics of peri-urban landscapes: this pillar probes into peri-urban 
development through its physical transformations, and the socio-demographic, economic, 
and cultural conditions embedded in its various forms. The major components of 
landscapes, their characteristics and variations, are all relevant to explaining the 
conformation of its unique and complicated nature, and thus contribute to portraying its 
character.  
3. Perceptions and qualities of landscape: the qualities and perceived value of urban 
landscapes constitute a key dimension of understanding the space and the place. The 
qualities of landscape relate to its morphological characteristics, which are the nexus for 
comprehending its distinctiveness. In practical terms, exploring the perceptions and qualities 
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of landscapes will help to ensure place identity is incorporated into local plans and 
facilitate user-oriented planning approaches. 
Together, these three pillars constitute an integrated perspective that focuses on both the 
performance and perceived value of landscapes and simultaneously combines the physical 
dimension with governance, providing a comprehensive approach for sustainable peri-urban 
planning. A landscape-oriented and place-based understanding of the urban helps create a 
governance framework armed with insight into both the physical elements and wider meanings of 
the perceived built and natural environment. This way of thinking is essential for generating 
integrated and sustainable urban planning approaches. 
METHODOLOGY  
Case study: The case selected for this research is the city of Wuhan in China. Wuhan is the capital 
city of Hubei Province. Located in the middle reaches of the Yangtze River, it is the largest 
megalopolis in central China, as well as an industrial and commercial centre and regional transport 
hub. Wuhan has been experiencing rapid urban development and spatial expansion since the 
implementation of the Reform and Open Policy in 1978 and “The Rise of Central China Plan” 
(zhongbu jueqi jihua) in 2004. By 2017, the total land area covered by urban built-up areas had 
reached 585.61 km2. The urban development of Wuhan has followed a concentric outward 
expanding pattern, with each successive ring reflecting the economic activities of the time (Li, Xie 
and Ren, 2002). Urbanisation and land-use intensity in the city’s core are high, while suburban 
districts mainly feature low-density settlements, including a wide range of large-scale development 
zones, gated communities, and university campuses.  
IDENTIFYING THE POLITICAL, ENVIRONMENTAL, AND SOCIOECONOMIC CONDITIONS OF PERI-
URBAN WUHAN 
Examining official documents and local plans: Resources include legal documents, government 
policies and guidelines, and planning documents from local authorities (such as municipal plans for 
the city and district plans for development zones). Investigation of the forces and actors 
contributing to these documents reveals the driving mechanisms of peri-urban change in Wuhan. All 
these agents and departments are interrelated and collectively shape the peri-urban space – and 
transform it in various ways. 
Investigating the major socioeconomic shifts: The physical and spatial changes in peri-urban 
landscapes are accompanied by socio-demographic, cultural, and economic shifts. Socioeconomic 
data for population, employment, investment, gross domestic product, income per capita, 
household characteristics, and the land price are necessary to generalise the significant societal 
changes to provide context.  
PORTRAYING URBAN LANDSCAPES: A MORPHOLOGICAL ANALYSIS  
Distinguishing the major elements and structure: The portrayal of peri-urban landscapes first relies 
on an investigation of their major components and their characteristics. Landscape units and 
morphological regions are key tools for recognising, distinguishing, characterising and explaining 
the elements, functions, and structures of peri-urban landscapes. Identifying these urban landscape 
characteristics is fundamental to understanding and planning urban areas. 
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Classifying and characterising peri-urban landscapes: Table 1 presents an initial attempt to classify 
peri-urban landscapes according to four categories. Additionally, generalising morphological 
periods also helps to dissect the evolution of the peri-urban space.  
Table 1 Classifying peri-urban landscapes 
Category Item Detailed description 
Function 
Land use type 
Residential, commercial, industrial, infrastructural, amenity, leisure, 
etc. Dominant activities 
Supplementary uses 
Development type  New development, redevelopment, renewal, informal 
Spatial characteristics 
Location Inner periphery, outer periphery 
Density  Building and population density: high, moderate, or low  
Pattern Clustering, dispersed, leapfrog, sprawling, segregated 
Forms 
Morphological features Morphological periods, units and regions 
Landscape character  A generalisation of all the characteristics of the area 
Architectural forms Heritage buildings, innovative or conventional design  
Site visits and observation: The researcher will inspect and record specific aspects of peri-urban 
areas, including the building types, functions, and characteristics, which have been identified in the 
proposal. The whole procedure will consist of a series of purposeful and well-organised 
observations, comparisons, and measurements over several visits.  
Archival and satellite maps: Maps are fundamental resources for studying peri-urban physical 
forms including historical maps, remote sensing maps, and categorical land-use maps. 
EXPLORING LANDSCAPE PERCEPTIONS AND QUALITIES OF PERI-URBAN WUHAN  
Semi-structured interviews: Semi-structured interviews are used to collect individuals’ perceptions 
and experiences are necessary to gain an in-depth understanding of the topic of interest. Ten 
residents from peri-urban neighbourhoods will be recruited for interviews and the interviews will be 
recorded and transcribed into text. Semi-structured interviews will be used in this research to 
examine the performance of peri-urban landscapes and how their qualities are perceived by 
residents.  
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